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Introduction
I first introduce the study, its context, background and the reasons that I have undertaken it. I contextualise the community IT centre and its users in various physical and conceptual “spaces”: physical and political space, civic and domestic space. Then I use the concept of a third space: a space between or arising from systems in tension to reposition the community IT centre as an actor network, a network of relationships between people and their natural and made world, where identity development can – and does – take place. I conducted the study using biographical narrative interpretive methods together with appreciative inquiry focus groups and observer participant diaries. From this work with my respondents I have developed 13 “stories”. In analysing these stories supplemented by focus group discussions and other evidence, I construct, or observe a topical modality, which I express in  six emergent sets of “rules” that shape, guide and inform people’s use of the community IT centre. It becomes clear that there is no simple or direct link between people’s use of computers at the IT centre (their IT practice) or their nominal roles and various reasons for using the centre, or indeed the outcomes or result of their engagement. Engagement is mediated by the third-space relationships and emergent rules. The community IT centre appears to play an important and positive part in people’s identity projects. This has implications for both policy and practice at all levels, suggesting that the close coupling of community IT centres with education and training for workforce attachment is at best a very limited view of the part such centres can play in people’s lives.

Rationale
One problem, as Selwyn observes, when it comes to funding and support is that it is a vanshingly small number, in percentage terms, of people who access the Internet and IT through community IT centres. Still two percent of sixty million and some (1,200,000) is a sizeable city’s worth of citizens, spread across the country on housing estates and some of the more vibrant, vernacular cosmopolitan urban quarters. Would more people access the internet via such centres if the barriers were lower, or different?

According to Wengraf et al, only recently has there been, “an understanding that … material policies and practices are lived out or “filtered” through networks of relationships and shared assumptions and meanings that vary greatly between societies.” (Wengraf et al., 2002, p. 253)

At the community IT centre level, government policy does not yet appear to have taken this into account, or if it has, appears to ignore it. Government policy and the agencies of policy appear to see the provision of IT as associated with various, differently contextualised social inclusion, national training and skills agendas, which have a commodified, externalised, objectified and transmissive, deficit-model of knowledge provision within hierarchical structures, rather than a locally rooted model of affiliative, collegial, shared, socially co-constructed knowledge. I suggest that it is this latter epistemology that has the power to transform societies for the better.

I have been working, volunteering and learning in community-learning contexts off and on since 1978, and at one particular community IT centre, the focus of this study, for the past four years. Through this association with community education and community IT centres, in discussion with friends and colleagues at community centres, and in discussion latterly with researchers and through the literature, I have observed that the association with a community IT centre may be correlated with (lead to?) people making positive changes in their life. 

Among what people did at the community IT centre was to engage in identity projects (Neimeyer & Rareshide, 1991). It is not until you begin to explore the questions of identity and values in the personal-historical setting of a life trajectory, which takes in the community IT centre, that it is possible to begin to ask pertinent questions about resilience, and the significance of events.

Through the literature review two themes are beginning to emerge, which focus my exploration:
	the experiences of users of community IT centres expressed through the use of tools, signs and mediating artefacts; {Engeström, 2001 #441}




It becomes immediately apparent that my question contains a significant value proposition: 
	how do people, who associate themselves with the community IT centre, use that association to make positive changes in their lives?

As Cook and Smith observed with resect to their concept of personal progression, “...progression was taken to mean evidence of an advancement of a person’s goals, knowledge, viewpoint, ambitions and/or confidence. This progression takes place over a period of time and will include a value judgement.” (Cook & M. Smith, 2002, p. 23)

The notion of positive change is complex: positive for whom; how? For some, positive change may imply normatively adopting a set of behaviours. For others positive change might imply rejecting the same set of behaviours. Values, positive and negative, are closely tied to individual identity and identity practices. It is important, therefore, to seek to discover what is valued by individuals and by groups of individuals. One might obtain a description of IT practices and patterns of engagement at an IT centre without being overly concerned to discover the values that are revealed by those practices or that inform those practices. But once a presumption of value is made in respect of people’s lives a simple description will not suffice. Herein, I believe, lies the challenge for policy.

Identity and values
Uncovering values is, itself, not a straight forward proposition. While people may assert values, their behaviours may not be wholly in line with the asserted values. Groups of people may exhibit collective or imperfectly shared values. Institutions, too, are not value-free. Some institutions, such as religion, make values more or less explicit. Others may hold their underlying values to be implicit. Some may state values that are contradictory. Indeed, tools, artefacts and contexts all may, themselves, express, encode and communicate values, and for any individual, group of individuals, institution, community or culture it may be impossible to resolve a single, consistent set of values. One needs a means of examining assertions as well as behaviours, contexts, tools, institutions and artefacts in order to explore implicit and explicit values.

However, values are not unproblematically linked to identity. As Henderson and McEwen directly state, “Identity construction is a political process that serves a political purpose.” (Henderson & McEwen, 2005, p. 173) This is no less true at the very local level than it is at the national. Identity is a key means by which a person and groups of people can assert or defend their entitlements or confront their exclusion from them. Wolton argues that the debate over British national values arises not because of either immigration or a decline in values or a loss of identity among the wider population, but because, “...it is the political class who have changed their values.” (Wolton, 2006, p. 454) Gouveia, de Albuquerque et al suggest that, “social identity/identification appears to be related in a logical and coherent way to values assumed by people.” (Gouveia et al., 2002, p. 336) 

Physical & conceptual space: the site of engagement, a connected commons
The site of engagement
I propose to examine the life trajectories and IT practice of people affiliated to one community IT centre in some detail in order to be able to make recommendations about the shape and direction of community education and community IT policy in the context of lifelong learning and skills development agendas, lifelong learning records and eportfolio for lifelong learning.

Through biographies revealing the life trajectories of people affiliated with the community IT centre, I test the suggestion that it is the highly contextualised culture of the “site of engagement” – people, place and things – (R. Scollon, 2001, p. CHECK PAGE) where formal and informal work and learning opportunities co-exist, that is the salient feature of a community IT centre. 

This study is based in one community IT centre on a large 1960s social housing estate on the periphery of a medium sized city in Southern England in which one might find features of Mohan’s geography of exclusion (Mohan, 2000, p. CHECK PAGE), and which is subject to cluster definitions of exclusion and policy initiatives fitting all three of Levitas’s discourses(Levitas, 1999, p. CHECK PAGE). As Stephen Graham observes, “The societal diffusion of ICTs remains starkly uneven at all scales. It is in the contemporary city that this unevenness becomes most visible.” (Graham, 2002, p. 34 CHECK). Here we have one small attempt to address this unevenness.

The centre and the estate will be anonymised throughout this research, however it is recognised that contextual information will make it locally identifiable. The data gathered through this research may also be used by others, for example the Community Learning project, located on the estate, in which the centre will be identified.

The estate will here be called “Bluefield Lanes”, for the bright linseed and flax crops grown in the area. The IT centre is “BLITZ: Bluefield Lanes IT Zone”.

“Bluefield Lanes” is the largest neighbourhood in its quadrant of the city, and one of the largest social housing projects in Europe:

The [quadrant] area has a population of 23,874 which is 18% of [the city’s] population.

The area forms the ... boundary of the City and includes [three] distinct neighbourhoods... [of which Bluefield Lanes is the largest]

The area comprises a mix of Council, Housing Association and private and shared ownership housing, the largest concentration of social housing in the City. There are high indicators of social disadvantage in the [quadrant] including high unemployment/underemployment and educational under achievement (anonymised 2006, p. CHECK)

Education is of particular concern in the quadrant:

The most significant issue across the [quadrant] is education, skills & training attainment with two SOAs in the top third and ten SOAs, across all [quadrant] wards, in the top ten percent most deprived areas in England on this measure. (anonymised 2006, p. 7)

The City Learning Communities project (2007), funded by the South East England Regional Develoment Authority (SEEDA), has been established to address learning and skills on three large housing estates in the city, two in the [quadrant]. The project is centred on the Bluefield Lanes estate and the project office is at the Community Centre, where the BLITZ IT centre is co-located. This research is part of the wider evaluation of the impact of the Learning Communities project on the lives of the people of “Bluefield Lanes”, the quadrant and the city.

A connected commons
Wiliam Dutton argues strongly for the politically transformative power of the new networked elites, whom he calls the “Fifth Estate”. According to Dutton:

a new form of social accountability is emerging in what I am calling the ‘Fifth Estate’. It is enabled by the growing use of the Internet and related information and communication technologies (ICTs), such as the personal computer and World Wide Web. Essentially, the Internet is enabling people to network with other individuals and with a vast range of information, services and technical resources. This is being achieved in ways that can support greater accountability not only in government and politics, but also in other sectors. (Dutton, 2007, p. 2)

Dutton reviews the positive and negative aspects of networked publics (cf. Boyd, 2008, p. 1) characterising them in a framework of technologies of freedom v. technologies of control (Dutton, 2007, p. 4). He goes on to say:

Self-selected individuals can build horizontal, peer-to-peer or even very centralized networks that are designed and used to meet broader social objectives more than those of the purely self-interested personal networks suggested by the individualist viewpoint13, which serve up a ‘daily-me’ in entertainment or conviviality. (Dutton, 2007, p. 5)

He depicts a vision where:
These self-selected, Internet-enabled, networked individuals often break from existing organizational and institutional networks that are themselves being transformed in Internet space. For example, medical professionals can reach beyond their local practices to share information with other professionals and patients anywhere in the world; or local government officials can engage with individuals on community Websites within – but also well beyond – their local constituencies. (Dutton, 2007, p. 6)

There is an observable divide, globally (see Gapminder data at http://bit.ly/4EZSXI (​http:​/​​/​bit.ly​/​4EZSXI​)). When GDP per capita is compared to national rate of Internet use and population, the wealthy few are seen to dominate in percentage of population connected to the Internet. Rate of Internet use and education are also correlated. As are education and wealth. This is true within societies also. UK National Statistics record 65 percent of households had internet access in 2008 and 56 percent had broadband (“National Statistics Online,” n.d.). 

If as Dutton suggests, and government policy implies, this divide is indicative of barriers to achievement, then a social justice discourse or policy agenda might suggest working to overcome this divide could help remediate achievement records individually as well as across a wider community or society. Such a discourse would also suggest wider social agendas would be furthered: employability would be improved, stress reduced, profits enhanced, competive edge honed.

Policy agendas and agencies are always transitory: dependent on the electoral cycle and initiatives. In respect of marginalised, minoritarian communities where there are multiple indices of deprivation policy agendas may appear more to be directed at influencing mainstream, dominant audience opinion rather than really affecting marginalised community life. 

Funding is precarious but community persists.

Third space: between discontinuities of policy and practice
It is often suggested that the primary motivation for returning to learning for adults who have disengaged from education is work (e.g. Parnham, 2001). But there is a kind of circularity to the argument. If all that is valued is employability and all that is funded is employability, if all the coded discourses from the gatekeepers to opportunity say education is about employability, then: education is about employability. But in his critique of employability, Coffield argues:

... a greater error lies in the choice of employability as the core mission, for it is an empty, unsatisfying concept which will sell our people short.  ... employability turns the public issue of the dearth of good jobs into the private trouble of constant retraining. [It] does not create an individual, psychological condition, but a new social identity arising out of a new social order, based on short-term capitalism.  ...  Employability, then, cannot be the core mission for this crucial sector, because it militates against students understanding or criticising power relations in college or at work or forming a strong vocational identity.  The sector needs a different future which gives equal weight to social justice and economic prosperity; and why not, for once, in that order? (Coffield, 2008)

I have identified, following Wengraf, Chamberlayne et al (2002) what I call the “purposive discontinuities of policy and practice” (p. 63). The policy utterances around personal and community development learning appear to be like the utterances of a colonial administration. This has suggested that third-space theory (Bhabha, 2004) might provide a useful analytical tool. My observation of resistance to inscription appears to articulate with Bhabha’s understanding of the tension in relationship between the self and the other.

There are tensions between policy assertions and actual implementations. These tensions arise because:

… the categories of the powerful of each generation are always experienced as partially oppressive and self-seeking by individuals and cultural minorities within a given culture, and often by a majority outside, it is likely that experience-based challenging of old representations and inventing of more appropriate ones via autobiography and the biographical movement can never be suppressed. The quantifications of power will always meet with qualitative resistance and questioning. (Parnham, 2001, p. 57)
 
Exclusion, colonialism and mistrust
Demand-led funding model for employment skills development are among many tools being brought to bear in pursuit of economic competitiveness. However in a context where discourses of social exclusion are applied there are complexities. Mohan, following Levitas, identifies three broad ways of addressing social exclusion: redistributive (RED), integrationist (SID) and moral underclass (MUD) (Levitas, 1999). The redistributive approach sees exclusion as a result of poverty: “... people are excluded from ordinary living patterns, customs and activities because the material resources available to them are way below those available, on average, to the rest of society”. (Mohan, 2000, p. 296) Social exclusion, from this perspective is addressed primarily by income redistributuion. The social integrationist approach sees attachment to the labour force as the key to addressing exclusion, and the moral underclass approach emphasises individual failings and the need to address “degeneracy”. According to Mohhan:

The model of social exclusion espoused by the Clinton and Blair governments emphasizes labourforce attachment… In this social integrationist (SID) discourse, paid work is the principal way of integrating individuals of working age into society. This approach is subject to a number of criticisms, most obviously its denial of the value of unpaid, nonmarket work. {Mohan, 2000 #338@296}

He goes on to observe, however, that “New Labour’s use of the terminology of social exclusion contains elements of all three discourses identified by Levitas.” (296) This mirrors community economic development approaches (CED) advocated by, among others, the UK DfID and UNDP: (Mathie & Cunningham, 2003, p. 481):

CED theory represents a confluence of three different development paradigms: (a) developing or improving economic systems and infrastructure; (b) developing the economic capacities of individuals; and (c) developing the economic capacities of groups to undertake community economic development. (Mathie & Cunningham, 2003, p. 481)

However CED, like the New Labour rhetoric, is enacted hierarchically, top down. First the the infrastructure of administration and control is reformed. Then concentration is turned to the remediation of the individual to fit into the economic system. Community development is expected to follow. “The individual capacity-building perspective sees CED as the by-product of the economic success of individuals. ‘Community’ tends to refer more to a ‘target group’ of individuals (usually those economically marginalised) rather than to a geographic locality...” (Mathie & Cunningham, 2003, p. 481) or other positive marker of community. In my study I aim to get beyond the “target group” to the individuals in the context.

The policy utterances personal and community development learning (PCDL) and the demand-led funding model for employment skills development read as though they could have been issued by a “government of recordation” for whom writing itself is a strategy of self- and other- regulation, “underwritten by the practice of utilitarian reforms” (Bhabha, 2004, p. 133), in a “nationalist, authoritarian tone” (134) where events experienced are inscribed to be read elsewhere.

I suggest that similar urges to utilitarianism, even colonialism, are inscribed on community IT centres and personal community development learning (PCDL) practices through the partly well meant policies of detached politicians with little personal experience of the sector. I have seen the well-paid consultants come and go. I have heard the resigned cynicism of the people as yet another transforming initiative dries up after a few months. And I know there is a rich life that persists in, around and through the centre that has at least something to do with the community use of ICT.

In discourses of social exclusion the distance between the governing and the governed may not be physical or temporal but social and personal: written along the developmental axes of an identity model, where the stable values of belief and ideology towards which exploration is directed and through which crisis may be resolved are those which serve the constituted authority.  That is as if to say we may help you if you can let us see ourselves reflected in your practices. The tension between public policy agendas and the lives of people associated with community IT centres exposes problems in the way that community IT provision is funded, deployed and managed. 

Mitra notes that “…identity has been explored and expanded… by establishing connections between identity, location and culture.” (Mitra, 2005, p. 373) In this reading, PCDL policy utterances are “despatches of hypocracy” (Bhabha, 2004, p. 136), “doubly inscribed” (ibid, 137) by the paternalism of the benificent oppressor: yet another “stake of struggle” (Bourdieu, 1993, p. 42) where the discourse of civility can be tried in the antagonism of the governing and the governed. PCDL, community IT practice and some manifestations of eportfolio policy can be understood, in part, as a system of recordation intermediated by bodies of political and administrative control whose strategies of surveillance consist, in part, of a “vigorous demand for narrative embodied in the utilitarian ideologies of reason and progress” (Bhabha, 2004, p. 140). 

For Mitra, the demand for narrative is not so one-sided, discovering the interior narratives that articulate identity (Mitra, 2005, p. 377). She argues, “… that it is important to rethink the notion of identity in the new real and virtual spaces that immigrants could occupy since, for immigrants, the notion of identity is intimately related to the perception of space.” (Mitra, 2005, p. 373) and “…knowledge of spatial history will offer information about identity and thus culture.” (Mitra, 2005, p. 374) However, she warns: “Perhaps one of the greatest contemporary threats to the good life is the uncertainty about how a specific narrative would be accepted in a particular public sphere.”

Methods
In order to get at the experience of users of the community IT centre and the accounts of personal and community development education practice, I used a multi-modal qualitative approach based on biographic narrative  (Wengraf et al., 2002, p. 354) (Chamberlayne et al., 2000, p. 374) (Chamberlayne et al., 2004, p. 372) (Chamberlayne et al., 2002, p. 371) and Appreciative inquiry (David L. Cooperrider & Srivastva, 1987, p. 378)  (D. Cooperrider et al., 2003, p. 375) (W. Richard Cowling, 2001, p. 346)(Grant & Humphries, 2006, p. 344) (Berrisford, 2005, p. 376). I elaborate on these methods, later in this chapter. I chose these approaches because Biographic-narrative interpretive methods and Appreciative inquiry both de-centre the researcher and put the subjects of the research at the centre of the process of data collection. 

I collected data at 22 points from 24 people
	ten biographic narrative interviews
	two focus groups
	ten semi-structured interpretive interviews

Throughout the study from 14 January 2005, I have kept research diaries. 

The first figure belows shows which people took part in which data collection session. The next figure plots the date of each data collection point according to its kind: biographical narrative, focus group, interpretive interview.

All of the names have been changed. Other details are as reported.
 
Engagements
First round biographical narrative interview (10)Alexandra*, Haidar, Jamie*, Joven, Marie, Patricia*, Philippe, Robert*, Sandra**, Shona*
Appreciative Inquiry Focus group 1, Learning Lunch (6)Allen, Jean, Sandra**, Jo, Matt, Rosa
Appreciative Inquiry Focus group 2, Learners (9)Anna*, Angela*, Catherine*, [+6nn]
Second round semi-structured, interpretive interviews (10)Alexandra, Anna, Angela, Catherine, Jamie, Marie, Patricia, Robert, Sandra, Shona

Notes
* also took part in second round interpretive interviews





Figure 2 Data collection points
Analysis
Salient features of the third space




	their work or other public economic social activity
	their emotional state mood or affect
	their values.

These terms and their hierarchical elaboration encapsulate a descriptive rule-set that allows the activity of the participants to be better understood, for example:

	A person has a computer but won't attach it to the Internet because of technical concern about being able to control the Internet and its agents well enough to protect children. This anxiety is reinforced by a lived experience of child abuse and suicide. Therefore they use community IT facilities or work IT facilities to participate in digital culture when required. 

This unwillingness to let the Internet into the home is seen in the stories of Angela, Catherine and Haidar. For Marie it was the confusion of communication marketing ploys and expiring contracts coincident upon the birth of her daughter. There may be an element of post-hoc justification of not being able to afford the Internet. Certainly Robert’s lack of service at home was a financial matter. But, there is a clear indication that for some people having the internet in their home is not an option, even if it were free and well supported. If community services are only going to be delivered by Internet these people will need a place outside the private home to connect to those services. The private home should not be conceived as the only or even primary personal Internet access point.

Others, of course (Sandra, Alexandra) were wired up at home and Sandra mentioned spending too much time on the Internet.









Then, because this was a study explicitly located in a community IT centre two clusters were forced on the paradigm. BLITZ itself and the reasons to use it, which shaded into the second: personal IT practice or what do you do with your computer?
	reasons to use the centre
	tools, mediational means.

Reasons for using the centre
Many reasons for using the centre were cited.

build confidencecivilised communitycontact familyflexible time to usefreefriendly, supportive placeindividual supportkeep activemulti-agency collocationno computer at homeno Internet at home	opportunity to help otherspeer supportplace for childrenplace to writesafe havensense of belongingsocial dimension of computer usestrengthen the communitysupplement home computersupport in domestic disputes	to do coursesto gain knowledgeto gain skills informallyto get a referenceto get help with computersto study in shared spaceto support formal educationto support house purchaseto support informal learningto support job seekingtutors are good

Fig 3 Reasons to use the community IT centre

IT applications and practices
And people did many things with computers.
Used applications	Engaged in practices
AbiwordFacebookFish4JobsGoogleMS ExcelMS OfficeMS PhotoDrawMS PowerPointMS PublisherMS Wordnet objects team fusionOutlookPhotoshopSims2SuperCalc WikipediaWordstar	audio recordingcomputer safetyCV servicesdatabasedigital photodigital videoDTPemailemail attachmentsgamesgraphicshand written draftshardware	information seekinginternetleaflets and flyersnetworks operating systemspresentationsprintingrecord keepingsocial networking systemsspreadsheetsweb developmentwordprocessing

People rarely did one thing. Philippe was the most single minded of the users of the centre, devoting all his energe while there to his studies. Indeed there appeared to be reflections, tensions and recapitulations between all the clusters. 

Domestic matters 
Domestic matters and family were important. 
So well anyway so I spent the whole of this organisation’s funding on child care (Alexandra) 

I found it very difficult living with an alcoholic father who had no respect towards his children (Jamie)

telling my Nan that I’d got a place at university and she actually cried that day and she was so proud, really proud as punch, like I said I was the first one, the first one in the family. (Sandra)

So the family separation is one hell of an experience, you know, tears, kind of tears the fabrics apart but you have to remain very strong in your mind to withstand that. (Philippe)

I let a couple of yardies move into my room upstairs, you know they were involved in a shooting at Shotover… which put the scares up me a little bit. (Jamie)


Parents and their expectations were important present/absent, good or ill:
	what was their educational background?
	what kind of expectations did they have?
	how did they communicate this?

Children require a huge fund of management resources usually freely donated by principally by parents, friends, the community and the state. Communication with them was important:
	expectation for children?
	how is this communicated to them?

Community matters







… how much cake and tea and biscuits I got offered because we went to every community group and every community event and everywhere .. yeah I must have put on a stone (Alexandra)

she wants to come on Saturday to do homework, she wants to be part of the community team, while Dad’s doing his PC Maintenance Course, she’s very keen to come and do her homework and really wants to know what’s going on. (Haidar)

The … community is not the way where people thought it was. A lot of changes have happened in this place it is no longer the place where you’ve say the criminals live or bad people, it’s not all bad people, they’re good people. This centre has helped to contribute to that. (Joven)







… last year somebody got stabbed outside and there was .. I mean .. almost as if the whole community was out to have a look to see what was happening but then there’s no .. there’s nothing afterwards (Shona)

… what was happening is that nobody was dealing with these people hangiing out openly smoking dope…  If people go to a festival and smoke dope, that's fine. But of people do it openly in front of a community building, the message is people round here don't care. If the message is people round here don't care, that means people round here aren't worth anything (Alexandra)
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Appendix: The research gap: understanding community and identity
There is a real gap in our knowledge about what people actually do in community IT centres. There is a long history of research into policy (Avis et al., 1996)(Ahier & Esland, 1999)(Avis, 2009), into skills requirements and into the experiences of community educators (Edward et al., 2007)(Coffield et al., 2007) There is work on school children’s experience of information technology and a growing body of work on university-based learners (Boyd, 2009)(Boyd, 2007) (D. G. Oblinger & J. L. Oblinger, 2005)(Sharpe et al., 2006)(Ramanau et al., 2008) (Sharpe et al., n.d.). But,  there appears to be very little work that captures the experience of the users of community IT centres. This shadow is adumbrated by an even wider shadow over the lived personal experience of community education generally. There is much said about the policy context of community education (Coffield, 2008) and there is much about the need to educate (or train) excluded or marginalised – minoritarian – members of society. Such training is often characterised as normalising or remedial,  either for the individual or for segments of society (e.g Bransford, 2001 mentions the use of simulated workplace environments for inculcating appropriate behaviours in disadvantaged New York City youth). Much policy appears to be aimed as much at alleviating the anxieties of elites as it is at providing services for people who need them.  In spite of a strong commitment to inclusion and community-centred involvement there appears to be silence when it comes to learners’ voices in the literature about community education practice. (cf.Selwyn, 2003, p. 354)

Frank Webster summarising a generation of research into ICT’s impact on society concluded, “... the production of interesting, textured and localized studies ... demonstrated, time and again, that the technological determinism which underscored government debate and most other discussion of the ‘microelectronics revolution’ was intellectually weak.” (Webster, 2005, p. 445) Yet, current research clearly shows great gaps in our understanding of the importance of context and identity for understanding of the role of community IT centres in the lives of people who use them. Interpersonal networks, trust, personal motivation, individualisation, identity practice, feeling a part of a community and the cycle of personal and community development are all inadequately studied and explained.

As Selwyn’s research shows, despite many initiatives intended to provide public, state-supported access to ICT, there is limited research into either the use or the effectiveness of these initiatives. (Selwyn, 2003, p. 372) Cook and Smith also suggest that the emphasis on the commodification of ICT skills and the linking of such skills to employment and economic competitiveness misses key social outcomes:

However, we would point out that a focus on outputs, like jobs, as being of key importance may miss some of the other key social outcomes of active UK online centres. By ‘‘outcomes’’ we refer to a process such as confidence building or the drawing of excluded members of society into the online community centre that leads to an outcome of increased confidence for the centre user or a personal goal to use ICT more frequently.(Cook & M. Smith, 2004, p. 36)

Furthermore, the patterns of provision are highly unstable. Many of the initiatives cited by Selwyn, such as UK Online Centres, the People’s Network, ‘Wired-Up Communities’ and ‘Computers Within Reach’ were limited pilots lasting a brief period or reaching a small proportion of the population of the UK, or both (Selwyn, 2003, p. 371). Another complicating factor is the pace with which Internet applications are being developed and introduced. For example, the Wired Up Communities Toolkit (DfES, 2008), though only five years old at this writing, could appear anachronistic if presented as representative of contemporary practice.

But, with approximately five percent of users, of all ages, genders and socio-economic status citing community centres as a place where they can obtain Internet access and only about two percent actually accessing IT through community centres, “there is a pressing need to explore the actual patterns of takeup and use of public ICT sites in the UK.” (Selwyn, 2003, p. 355), Webb explicitly identifies a “research gap”. “Empirical research is needed, including qualitative studies of the experiences of socially excluded learners using ICT.” (Webb, 2006, p. 481). 

In respect of community education generally, Cook and Smith observe, “... currently there appears to be a narrow evidence base in the area of informal learning.” (Cook & M. Smith, 2004, p. 36)

In a major study of formal and informal learning Colley, Hodkinson et al conclude that, “there are many examples of learning situations about which very little is known on the basis of robust empirical research.” (Colley et al., 2003, p. 66)

Examples include studies relating to: learning within the voluntary sector; learning related to community renewal; and use made of programmes such as Learndirect in the UK. This lack of empirical investigation is particularly important in view of a previously highlighted concern; namely, the potential implications of increasing the formalisation of learning previously regarded as largely spontaneous, student-centred, and not focused on outcomes specified by government. (Colley et al., 2003, p. 66)

Colley, Hodkinson et al continue:

... we need also to attach a high priority to case studies. Research of this kind is best equipped to explore the complex interrelationships found in learning, and to articulate the subtleties attaching to what we have termed attributes of in/formality of learning. Indeed, these attributes may not be comprehended by the measures employed by some commonly used scientific research methods, because the latter focus upon the measurable and clearly definable. (Colley et al., 2003, p. 67)

The NIACE (2005) study of the QAA ICT Skils for Life standard concluded that, “... there is a need to better understand how learners prefer to learn ICT Skills.” (NIACE, 2005, p. 55)

In looking more closely at all public ICT sites, three things become evident. Most of the sites are in settings associated with formal education and formalised knowledge (schools, colleges, adult learning centres, libraries). Most of the people using these sites already have a high level of ICT skills and use ICT facilities at many other sites as well (home, friends houses, workplace, etc). And from the policy-makers’ and implementers’ perspective these sites are “... seen as being both convenient and appropriate for encouraging ICT use.” (Selwyn, 2003, p. 369) Therefore most public ICT sites, it could be argued, do little to widen access, simply supplying more access to those who already have it. However, disentangling the data, though difficult, is necessary in order to look at what is happening in community centres, particularly, rather than all public ICT provision generally. On one hand we could conclude that there is not an issue. By far most people have ready access to ICT. However questions persist. Selwyn goes on to say:

Although sites such as schools, libraries, colleges and museums may well be physically located in communities, whether they are that deeply connected with all segments of the community is debatable – especially in light of our data concerning people’s perceived ability to access these sites. There is considerable evidence that adults do not use facilities such as museums and FE colleges because they do not feel ‘part’ of them and that, for example, the take-up of adult education courses in colleges and the borrowing of books from public libraries is attractive primarily for certain social groups who are already well versed in such practices... The institutional barriers that prevent people from previously entering facilities such as a library, adult education institute or FE college are unlikely to disappear merely because a site of ‘free’ ICT access has been located within them. (Selwyn, 2003, pp. 369-370)

Even more interestingly, Webb noted that, “...participants in publicly accessible community-based ICT centres were more likely to be female, less qualified, and from lower socio-economic groups.” (Webb, 2006, p. 483)

Yet there is a research gap, particularly in the UK. Little is known about the experiences of the learners who are participating in the new ICT-based initiatives, nor is very much known about the ways that learning undertaken through these new media impacts on learners’ knowledge construction and sense of social inclusion. There is a need to go beyond the debates that focus ... the ‘conditions of access’ and examine the ‘criteria of access’, or ‘thick’ conceptions of access, rather than ‘thin’. Research needs to focus not just on whether or not the creation of publicly accessible ICT-based facilities increases participation, but it should focus also on the experiences and meanings of this participation. What are needed are more qualitative case studies exploring the meaning of ICT-based learning for excluded groups. (Webb, 2006, p. 484)

As Cook and Smith observed, “Individualisation of an activity to a particular centre beneficiary is very important in adult learning. User profiles ... may need further research.” (Cook & M. Smith, 2002, p. 4) They found that the concept of an ICT “life cycle” was useful for understanding participation in community IT centres. (Cook & M. Smith, 2002, p. 3)

Webb, citing research from the US reports that:

... once the CTCs [community technology centers] were embedded in the interpersonal networks of the community, they became well used and valued. Word of mouth was the main means of recruitment and indicated that users had high levels of trust and confidence in the value of the centre to provide information relevant to their everyday lives, give access to useful resources, and boost their own confidence and communication skills... (Webb, 2006, p. 483)

Cook and Smith draw heavily on Freireian educational thought in developing their notion of informal community education. (Cook & M. Smith, 2004, p. 37) Social practices are linked through various mediational means. For example, the means that link the practices that constitute the social action of posting a statement to a chat room or sending an instant message include: the input terminal (the poster’s computer), its location, the furniture on which it sits, other people in the room, a writtten language, the Internet, and the the readers’ computers in their rooms on their furniture and so on. These practices – posting a message to a chatroom or an instant message – are linked to other practices such as using word processor and the kind of access a person has to a networked computer (home, work, school, college) and nature of the person’s employment (or unemployment). If the posting is done from home it will be linked to the whole complex of social actions of having an Internet Service Provider, which may, in turn, be linked to actions involving choice of commercial television entertainment packages and so on. As Scollon illustrates, in the social action of buying a coffee (the “tall latte” saga). In a social action, practice and discourse are mutually constitutive. (R. Scollon, 2001 CHECK PAGE)

So, as Latour argues, “How long can you follow a policy before having to deal with the detailed content of a science?” (Latour, 1999 CHECK PAGE) with reference to the underlying software, the code and standards by and through which policy is enacted covertly. Perhaps through that exploration by which some of the covert becomes overt a map might be drawn that can help us to get some bearings on where we are, how we got here and how we might take back some control over the direction of our lives. But, why should I argue from a position of being out of control, or needing to “take back control”? This sense of out of control stems from even a casual observation of the media. The problem is not one of technology, except to the extent that there is technology in the world. The problem is learning and how learning is viewed from within our persistent utilitarian discourse system. (R. Scollon & S. W. Scollon, 2001, p. CHECK PAGE)
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